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JOURNAL OF MEDIEVAL ART AND ARCHITECTURE
VOLUME VIII, NUMBER 2 (AUTUMN 2022)

Angels and Lombard Identity in the Romanesque Sculpture of San
Michele Maggiore in Pavia
GILLIAN ELLIOTT
George Washington University
The exterior sculptural program of the Romanesque church of San Michele
Maggiore in Pavia (c. 1100–30) is unusual in its profuse depictions of angels (Fig. 1).1
Large vertical reliefs of frontally posed angels appear in tympana of the portals on the
west façade, the north transept, and the lateral doors on either flank in the first bay west
of the transepts (Figs. 2–3); five of the seven angel reliefs are original (Fig. 4). Each angel
carries a disk or orb and a scepter similar to traditional Byzantine icons and mosaics. 2
The orb and scepter symbolized Christ’s authority to rule over the kingdom of heaven

For literature on the sculptural program at San Michele Maggiore, see Gillian B. Elliott, “Representing
Royal Authority at San Michele Maggiore in Pavia,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 77/2 (2014), pp. 145–74;
and Maria M. Savini, “Il ricordo dell’antico nei portal romanici pavesi,” in Arturo C. Quintavalle (ed.),
Medioevo: Il tempo degli antichi; Atti del convegno internazionale di studi Parma, 24-28 settembre 2003 (Parma,
2006), pp. 398–412.
2 See, for example, the St. Michael holding an orb on an ivory in the British Museum (c. 525–50), the
archangel mosaic in the presbytery of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul (c. 867) or the fresco of St. Michael in the
lunette above the main entrance portal at Sant’Angelo in Formis in Capua (11 th–12th century). For
Byzantine representations of the archangel Michael, see Costantino P. Charalampidis, “L’immagine di
San Michele nell’arte bizantina,” in Pierre Bouet, Giorgio Otranto, André Vauchez, and Catherine Vincent
(eds.), Rappresentazioni del monte e dell’arcangelo San Michele nella letteratura e nelle arti: Atti del terzo
convegno internazionale dedicato all’arcangelo Michele (Centre culturel de Cerisy-la-Salle 29 settembre–3 ottobre
2008), (Bari, 2011), pp. 199–212; and Bernadette Martin-Hisard, “Le culte de l’archange Michel dans
l’empire byzantine (VIIIe–XIe s.),” in Carlo Carletti and Giorgio Otranto (eds.), Culto e i insediamenti
michaelici nell’italia meridionale fra tardi antichità e medioevo (Bari, 1994), pp. 351–73.
1
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Figure 1 West Façade, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia, 1110-1130. Photo:
author.
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Figure 2 Details of North Portal (left), Central Portal, and South Portal (right), West
Façade, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia, 1110-1130. Collage and photos: author.

Figure 3 Details of North Transept Portal (left), North Flank Portal (center), and South
Flank Portal, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia, 1110-1130. Collage and photos: author.
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and earth. The most prominent of these representations of angels is the vertical relief
over the tympanum of the main portal on the west façade: it shows the patron of the
church, St. Michael, standing over the defeated dragon (Fig. 4a).
In this paper I will suggest that the multiple sculptural depictions of angels in the
early 12th-century program of this church in Pavia were fashioned to recall the “glory
days” of Lombard unity and military strength. Moreover, the archangel Michael seems
to have been embraced as the patron saint of the city of Pavia at a time when city-states
throughout northern Italy were beginning to express civic pride and identity in the
sculptural programs of their prominent churches. For example, Andrea von HülsenEsch understands the image of Saint Zeno trampling a dragon in the tympanum of the
north Italian church of San Zeno in Verona as part of an artistic agenda to demonstrate
the new might of the commune (Fig. 5).3 That bishop Zeno is flanked by an army
supports this idea. The archangel Michael, who had been associated traditionally with
Christian emperors and rulers, not only embodied the royal role of the city of Pavia as
the administrative center of Lombardy, but his representation at San Michele Maggiore
also recalled that the church was the traditional site for coronations of the Lombard
kings since at least the 9th century.4 Further, Michael’s angelic army protected the walls

Andrea von Hülsen-Esch, “Romanesque Sculpture in Italy: Form, Function and Cultural Practices,” in
Robert Maxwell and Kirk Ambrose (eds.), Current Directions in Eleventh and Twelfth-Century Sculpture
Studies, (Turnhout, 2001), pp. 169–84, here 171.
4 Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards, William D. Foulke (trans.), rev. ed. (1907; repr., Philadelphia,
1974), Book 5, Chapter 3; Faustino Gianini, La basilica di S. Michele Maggiore in Pavia, (Pavia, 1974), pp. 5–8.
On Pavia as coronation site, see Elliott “Representing Royal Authority,” p. 145.
3
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Figure 4 Angels, Details, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia, 1110-1130. Collage and photos:
author.

Figure 5 Tympanum, Detail, West Portal, San Zeno Maggiore, Verona, 1135-1138. Photo: author.
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of the terrestrial city of Pavia at the same time that it protected the heavenly kingdom of
Jerusalem, as described in the book of Revelation.5 Michael’s repeated visual
representation in Pavia, then, established this city as an important locus sanctus for the
cult of the angel, that is, Pavia became a holy place where the non-corporeal saint
mediated between heaven and earth.6
Initially the cult of St. Michael in Italy was used as an instrument of Lombard
kings to promote unity throughout the land.7 Near the end of the 5th century, St. Michael
had, according to legend, appeared at Monte Sant’Angelo in Gargano, in Apulia on the
southeastern coast of Italy. According to the shrine’s foundation legend from the end of
the 8th century, the Liber de apparitione sancti Michaelis in Monte Gargano, the angel left his
footprints in the floor of the cave at Gargano and his cloak; his prints and his cloak
became the focus for pilgrims throughout the empire.8 It was also at Monte Gargano

See the war of the angels in heaven described in Revelation 12. 7–10 and the description of angels
guarding the twelve gates of heavenly Jerusalem in Revelation 21. 12.
6 On loca sancta and pilgrimage, see Bianca Kühnel, “Loca sancta and the Representational Arts; A
Reconsideration,” in Walter Brandmüller (ed.), L’idea di Gerusalemme nella spiritualità cristiana del medieovo,
(Vatican City, 2003), pp. 77–87; Robert G. Ousterhout, “Loca Sancta and the Architectural Response to
Pilgrimage,” in idem (ed.), The Blessings of Pilgrimage, (Urbana-Chicago, 1990), pp. 108–24. For St.
Michael’s noncorporeal form and his icon as a material substitution for a relic, Bissera Pentcheva, “The
Performative Icon,” Art Bulletin 88/4 (2006), 631–55; Sabina Rosenbergová, “The Mountain and the Man
Beneath: Medieval Mont-Saint-Michel through the Perception of Pilgrims” (unpublished M.A. thesis,
Masaryk University, 2017), pp. 30, 44–49.
7 Giorgio Otranto and Carlo Carletti (eds.), Il santuario di S. Michele arcangelo sul Gargano dalle origini al X
secolo, (Bari, 1990), p. 41; Giorgio Otranto, “Per una metodologia della ricerca storico-agiografica,” Vetera
Christianorum 25 (1988), 381–405, here p. 391.
8 For an English translation of the Liber de apparitione sancti Michaelis in Monte Gargano (c. 663–750), see
Richard F. Johnson, Saint Michael the Archangel in Medieval English Legend, (Woodbridge, 2005), pp. 110–15.
See also John C. Arnold, The Footprints of Michael the Archangel: The Formation and Diffusion of a Saintly Cult,
c. 300 – c. 800, (New York, 2013), pp. 67–76; and Otranto, “Per una metodologia della ricerca storicoagiografica,” pp. 381–405. For the veneration of the stones touched by St. Michael, Lucy Donkin, “Stones
5
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that the earliest versions of Michael trampling a dragon appeared in Italy. For instance,
Michael is shown trampling the dragon in a relief on the side of the bishop’s throne at
Gargano (Fig. 6).9 Michael also triumphs over a winged creature, likely Satan, in the
first panel of bronze doors (c. 1076) on the main entrance into the cave sanctuary at
Monte Gargano (Fig. 7). The inscription on the first panel refers to a passage in
Revelation 12. 7 that describes Michael’s final conquest of Satan. Interestingly, even
though the image shows a winged demon, the inscription directly refers to the enemy
as a dragon.10
In Byzantium St. Michael was revered first for his ability to heal the sick, but the
archangel later came to be associated strongly with the Byzantine emperor.11 The
heavenly court that was protected by the archangel Michael was conflated with the

of St. Michael: Venerating Fragments of Holy Ground in Medieval France and Italy,” in James Robinson
and Lloyd de Beer (eds.), Matters of Faith: An Interdisciplinary Study of Relics and Relic Veneration in the
Medieval Period (London, 2014), pp. 23–31.
9 Pina Belli D’Elia, “L’iconographie de Saint Michel au Mont Gargan, ” in Pierre Bouet, Giorgio Otranto
and André Vauchez (eds.), Culte et pèlerinages à Saint Michel en Occident: Les trois monts dédiés à l'archange
(Rome, 2003), pp. 523–30. For a later 12th-century date for the throne at Monte Gargano see Lawrence
Nees, “Forging Monumental Memories in the Early Twelfth Century,” in Wessel Reinink and Jeroen
Stumpel (eds.), Memory and Oblivion: Proceedings of the XXIXth International Congress of the History of Art
held in Amsterdam, 1–7 September 1996, (Dordrecht, 1999), pp. 773–82, here 775.
10 The first panel is inscribed: Ubi Michael in celum pugnavit cum dracone, et proiectus est draco, et angeli eius
cum eo misi sunt (Michael and his angels fought with the dragon, and the dragon fought and his angels).
See Stephanie Mola, “Il santuario e i Normanni,” in Pina Belli D’Elia (ed.), L’Angelo la Montagna il
Pellegrino: Monte Sant'Angelo e il santuario di San Michele del Gargano (Foggia, 1999), pp. 66–83.
11 Arnold, The Footprints of Michael, pp. 52–55. 76–87; Bernadette Martin-Hisard, “Le culte de l’archange
Michel dans l’empire byzantine (VIIIe-XIe s.),” in Carlo Carletti and Giorgio Otranto (eds.), Culto e
insediamenti michaelici nell’Italia Meridionale fra tarda Antichità e Medioevo: Atti del convegno internazionale,
Monte Sant’Angelo, 18-21 novembre 1992 (Bari, 1994), pp. 351–73. On the role of Michael in healing, see
Johannes P. Rohland, Der Erzengel Michael, Arzt und Feldherr. Zwei Aspekte des vor- und frühbyzantinischen
Michaelskultes (Leiden, 1977), pp. 1–156.
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Figure 6 Heinrich W. Schulz, Engraving of Bishop’s Throne, San Michele, Monte
Sant’Angelo, Gargano, 11th century. Photo: Denkmäler der Kunst des Mittelalters in
Unteritalien, 4 vols (Dresden: Selbstverlag, 1860), Atlas: p. 50, public domain.

Byzantine imperial court on earth. Just as God had chosen Michael to defend the nation
of Israel in the Old Testament, Michael was the defender of the Church under the
protection of the Byzantine emperor.
Lombard kings, however, would associate St. Michael with victory over the
Byzantine Empire. Winged victories, for instance, form part of the royal army portrayed
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Figure 7 Stefano Borgia,
Detail of First Plaque,
Engraving of the Bronze
Door from the Main Portal
San Michele, Monte
Sant’Angelo, Gargano,
1076. Photo: Memorie
istoriche della pontificia città
di Benevento, 3 vols (Rome:
Dalle stampe del Salmon,
1763-69), I: Dal secolo VIII al
secolo XVIII, p. 177, public
domain.

on the gilded bronze helmet of the Lombard King Agilulf (591–615).12 In his 8th-century
account of Lombard history, Paul the Deacon explained that it was because the angel

Michael McCormick, Eternal Victory: Triumphal Rulership in Late Antiquity, Byzantium and the Early
Medieval West (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 289–92, fig. 12.
12
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had assisted King Grimoald I of Lombardy (610–71) in his defeat of the Byzantine army
at Benevento near Monte Gargano in 663, that he adopted the archangel as the Lombard
patron saint.13 Grimoald established cult sites to St. Michael in the northern part of his
kingdom, and he also dedicated churches to the archangel, including his palatine
church of San Michele Maggiore at Pavia.14 Grimoald’s successor, King Cunipert (688–
700) was likewise devoted to the cult of the archangel and he evidently believed that
making images of St. Michael would assure military success. He commissioned coins
with images of St. Michael posed with warrior attributes of a lance and a shield, as if the
angel were a Christian manifestation of the Roman winged goddess of Victory.15
According to Giuseppe Piemontese, the Lombard king transformed the image of St.
Michael from the devotional Byzantine icon to a national war hero.16
It was under the Lombard kings that hospices for pilgrims were first set up along
the via sacra Langobardorum, or the sacred Lombard road, which led from France and
Germany in the north down to Monte Gargano (Fig. 8).17 The cave at Gargano was

Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards, Book 5, Chapters 6–10; Arnold, The Footprints of Michael, p. 88.
Richard F. Johnson, “The Cult of Saint Michael the Archangel in Anglo-Saxon England” (unpublished
Ph.D. thesis, Northwestern University, 1998), p. 93. On the churches dedicated to St. Michael in the city of
Pavia, see Donald A. Bullough, “Urban Change in Early Medieval Italy,” Papers of the British School at
Rome 34 (1966), 82–130, here pp. 125–26.
15 Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards, Book 4, Chapter 47; Book 5, Chapters 3, 41. On the coins of
King Cunipert, see Johnson, St. Michael the Archangel, pp. 40–41; Giuseppe Piemontese, San Michele e il suo
santuario: Via sacra Langobardorum (Foggia, 1997), p. 29; Otranto, “Per una metodologia della ricerca
storico-agiografica,” p. 387.
16 Piemontese, San Michele e il suo santuario, p. 29.
17 Piemontese, San Michele e il suo santuario, pp. 106–109; Maria C. Basteri, The via Francigena in the Territory
of Parma (Parma, 1996), pp. 7–21; Maria M. Savini, Architectture medievali e strade. Itinerari nella Lombardia
occidentale (Pavia, 2009), pp. 113–14.
13
14
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Figure 8 Map of the via Francigena. Drawing by David J. Born after Map of Europe:
Reference Map, 2012 Photo: University of Texas Libraries, public domain
viewed as a replica of the rock-cut tomb of Christ in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem and Michael’s presence at his shrine in Italy was conflated with his angelic
guardianship of Christ’s tomb in the Holy Land.18 Further, the angelic footprints in the
stone cave at Gargano were also associated with the stone relics of the Holy Land.19
Gargano, then, became a major pilgrimage site in Western Europe, overshadowed only
by Old St. Peter’s in Rome and Santiago de Compostela in Spain. By 572 the Lombards
had established the city of Pavia as their capital, and they were likely responsible for

Paul Oldfield, Sanctity and Pilgrimage in Medieval Southern Italy, 1000–1200 (Cambridge, 2014), 200–201;
Kathrine A. Smith, “Architectural Mimesis and Historical Memory at the Abbey of Mont-Saint-Michel,”
in eadem and S. Wells (eds.), Negotiating Community and Difference in Medieval Europe, (Leiden, 2009), pp.
65–82, here 68–69; Paolo Piva, “San Giovanni Battista del Sepolcro a proposito di Civate e Monte SantAngelo,” Arte medievale 6 (2006), pp. 49–82; Arnold, The Footprints of Michael the Archangel, pp. 74–75.
19 Donkin, “Stones of St. Michael,” pp. 23–31; Renana Bartal, “Relics of Place: Stone Fragments of the Holy
Sepulchre in Eleventh-Century France,” Journal of Medieval History 44/4 (2018), pp. 406–21.
18
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dedicating at least six churches to the archangel Michael in this city, including the
basilica of San Michele Maggiore, in honour of their patron saint from Monte Gargano.20
By the early 11th century, this Lombard pilgrimage route came to be called the via
Francigena because of the great number of pilgrims who traveled from France down
through Pavia to Rome and Monte Gargano, and then on to Jerusalem.
As the Lombard capital city, Pavia was a major stopping point along the via
Francigena, in the northern part of Italy, and the church of San Michele Maggiore was
located directly on this pilgrimage road (Fig. 9). In the 12th century pilgrims
approaching the city of Pavia along the via Francigena could stay at a hospice just
outside the city gates at the church of Santa Maria in Betlem, the name of which, of
course, would have held major significance for pilgrims en route to the Holy Land.21
From Santa Maria in Betlem, pilgrims could cross the Ticino river and visit the double
cathedral of Santo Stefano and Santa Maria in Popolo at the center of the city, then
continue along the via Francigena to stop at the basilicas of San Michele Maggiore, San
Giovanni in Borgo, and San Lazzaro outside the walls.

See note 14 above, and Savini, Architetture medievale e strade, p. 55. On Pavia as the capital of the
Lombards, see Piero Majocchi, “Pavia capitale del regno Longobardo: Strutture urbane e identità civica,”
in Giuseppe Micieli, Giancarlo Mazzoli, Silvio Beretta, and Gian Marco Centinaio (eds.), I Longobardi e
Pavia: Miti, realtà, prospettive di ricerca: Atti della Giornata di studio, Pavia, 10 aprile 2013 (Milan, 2014), pp.
31–42.
21 Savini, Architetture medievale e strade, pp. 43–47; and Piemontese, San Michele e il suo santuario, pp. 117–
18.
20
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Figure 9 Map of Pavia with Selected Romanesque Churches. Drawing by David J. Born after an
engraved map by Ottovia Ballando (c. 1654); map by Luigi Ponzio, Studio Groma Tipografia (c.
1850).

Even though the city of Pavia was located directly on the main pilgrimage road
to Rome, Monte Gargano and Jerusalem, by the 12th century, travelers had begun to
prefer crossing through Milan instead. Milan was, as Otto of Freising reported in the
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12th century, the most important city in Lombardy.22 Earlier, the city of Pavia had been
prominent as the administrative center of Lombardy and it was also the site for
coronations of Lombard kings, a title that was inherited by the German emperors. In
1024, however, the city of Pavia rebelled against Emperor Henry II (973–1024), burning
his royal palace there.23 Although good relations were swiftly restored with the
emperor, the city of Pavia lost its prestige to the rival city, Milan. A series of wars with
Milan led to the emergence of a new Commune of Pavia in the early 12th century – a
commune ruled by consuls desirous of recapturing the city’s lost importance in the
empire.24 Significantly, it was in this very period of political decline that the new
Commune of Pavia engaged in a new program to build numerous Romanesque
churches including San Michele Maggiore.
Following the regional earthquake in 1117 that destroyed parts of the city walls
and multiple churches, the Commune of Pavia undertook a reconstruction campaign
rebuilding several churches in the city in a similar local style.25 For example, these

Otto of Freising and his Continuator, Rahewin, The Deeds of Frederick Barbarossa, Charles C. Mierow
(trans.), rev. ed. (1953; repr., New York, 2004), Book 2, Chapter 14, p. 128. On the decline of Pavia, see
William T. Butler, The Lombard Communes, (London, 1906), pp. 79–98.
23 Elliott, “Representing Royal Authority,” pp. 145–51.
24 Piero Majocchi, Pavia cittá regia: Storia e memoria di una capital altomedievale (Rome, 2008), pp. 117–49; and
Butler, The Lombard Communes, pp. 79–98. For the earliest consuls in Pavia, see Mino Milani, Storia
avventurosa di Pavia: Dalle origini a Federico Barbarossa, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Pavia, 1998), pp. 195–96.
25 Giovanni T. Rivoira, Lombardic Architecture: Its Origin, Development and Derivatives, Gordon M.
Rushforth (trans.), vol. 1, 2 vols. (London, 1910), pp. 244–47. Adriano Peroni, “Struttura e valori ottici nei
portal romanici di Pavia,” in Klaus Ertz (ed.), Festschrift für Wilhelm Messerer zum 60. Geburtstag (Cologne,
1980), pp. 121–35, compares the Romanesque portals in Pavia. See also Savini, “Il ricordo dell’antico nei
portal romanici pavesi,” pp. 398–412.
22
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Romanesque churches in Pavia each display ornate arcading and a preference for
vertical pilasters (Fig. 10), and at least four of the reconstructed Romanesque churches
in Pavia once displayed angels over their portals.26 I suggest that this city-wide building
program was designed to attract pilgrims and to redefine the city’s status in a new way.
As the defender of heavenly Jerusalem and of the Lombard kings, St. Michael was the
perfect symbol of the city’s new identity. Through this city-wide art program, Michael’s
victories in the golden age of the Lombard kings were associated with his contemporary
and future intercessions in Pavia.

Figure 10 Romanesque Churches Reconstructed in Pavia after 1117. Collage and
photos: author.
These four churches include: San Michele Maggiore (c. 1110–30), San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro (c. 1132), San
Giovanni in Borgo (12th century), and the Double Cathedral of Santo Stefano and Sta. Maria del Popolo
(12th century). The angels at San Michele Maggiore and at San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro remain in situ, but the
rest are fragments kept at the Musei Civici in Pavia. For the angel at San Giovanni in Borgo, see Arthur K.
Porter, Lombard Architecture, vol. 3, 4 vols. (New Haven, 1915), pp. 199-215, here p. 177.
26
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To express the protective role of the archangel at his main church in Pavia,
sculptors set the relief of his triumph over the dragon just above the central portal of the
church (Figs. 4a, 11). He appears hierarchically larger than the three angels that appear
in the tympana (Fig. 12). This position in the facade above the other angels
communicates Michael’s role as the head of the angelic army, perhaps a reflection of
celestial hierarchy as described in the late 5th century by Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite.27 The placement of angels above doorways would have recalled the angelic
guardians of the gates of the city of heavenly Jerusalem in Revelation 21. 12–13.28 A
nearby fresco program at the church of San Pietro al Monte in Civate expresses this
notion visually.
Like San Michele Maggiore in Pavia, the mid-11th-century church of San Pietro al
Monte in Civate displays a fresco scene of Michael and his angelic army defeating the
dragon in a lunette in the inner western wall (Fig. 13).29 A scene of Christ in heavenly
Jerusalem appears in the vault over the door of the main entrance into this church (Fig.
14). As described in Revelation, it shows the high walls of the city with twelve gates
guarded by twelve angels. The gates of the city are inscribed with the names of the
twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles. In addition, the corners of the scene are

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, “The Celestial Hierarchy,” in Colm Luibheid and Paul Rorem
(trans.) Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works (New York, 1987), pp. 145–91.
28 See note 5 above.
29 For bibliography on the church of San Pietro al Monte in Civate, see Giacomo Luzzana, I monumenti
dell’abbazia di Civate alla luce del restauro, (Lecco, 2015).
27
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Figure 11 Central Portal, West Façade, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia,
1110-1130. Photo: author.
132
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Figure 12 West Façade, Detail, San Michele Maggiore, Pavia, 1110-1130. Photo:
author.

Figure 13 Michael and the Angelic Army Defeat the Dragon, Fresco in the Narthex,
San Pietro al Monte, Civate, 11th century. Photo: Luigi di Berardino and Barbara
Franzé.
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Figure 14 Heavenly Jerusalem, Fresco in the Vault, San Pietro al Monte, Civate, 11th
century. Photo by Luigi di Berardino and Barbara Franzé

inscribed with of the names of the four cardinal virtues. The arched gates of the
imagined heavenly city are visually compared to the physical arches of the church, for
in the biblical passage states that the new heaven will descend to the new earth. This
scene was likely inspired by manuscript illuminations of the 11th century, such as the
Beatus of Saint-Sever or the Beatus of Facundus (Fig. 15).30 The idea of the cosmic city of

Bianca Kühnel, From the Earthly to the Heavenly Jerusalem: Representations of the Holy City in Christian Art
of the First Millenium, (Rome, 1987), pp. 141–48. According to Bianca Kühnel, “Jewish Symbolism of the
Temple and the Tabernacle and Christian Symbolism of the Holy Sepulchre and the Heavenly
30
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Figure 15 Heavenly Jerusalem, Beatus of Facundus, Madrid, National
Library, MS. Vit. 14-2, fol, 253v, 11th century. Photo: public domain.

Tabernacle,” Jewish Art 12/13 (1987), 147–68, here pp. 156–60, the Beatus of Saint-Sever (BnF, MS lat. 8878,
fols 207v–208r) was commissioned by Abbot Gregor Muntaner (1028–72). For the Beatus of Facundus (BN
MS Vit 14–2, fol 253v), which was painted by Facundus for Ferdinand I and Queen Sancha in 1047, see
John Williams, The Illustrated Beatus: A Corpus of the Illustration of the Commentary on the Apocalypse. The
Tenth and Eleventh Centuries, vol. 3, 5 vols. (London, 1998), pp. 34–40.
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Jerusalem paralleled by an earthly city was certainly familiar to 12th-century pilgrims to
northern Italy.
Lately, scholars such as Paolo Piva and Robert Ousterhout have argued that
several churches in northern Italy, including San Pietro in Civate, were copies of the
church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.31 In many cases medieval churches were
modeled after holy sites in Jerusalem to recall the Holy Land to pilgrims or even to
serve locally as loca sancta. Citing the foundational work of Richard Krautheimer,
Robert Ousterhout, for example, understands the entire complex of Santo Stefano in
Bologna as a model of the terrestrial city of Jerusalem (Fig. 16).32 As Krautheimer
suggests, medieval churches did not need to replicate holy sites exactly to remind
viewers of Jerusalem. Rather such “copies” could merely reference aspects of holy sites
to serve as reminders. I argue that the portals with angelic guards on the church of San
Michele Maggiore were sufficient to suggest the guarded walls of heavenly Jerusalem. I
also contend the images of angels over the portals of other Romanesque churches in
Pavia were intended to call Jerusalem to mind. Just as Michael protects heavenly

See Richard Krautheimer, “Introduction to an Iconography of Medieval Architecture,” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 5 (1942), pp. 1–33; Robert G. Ousterhout, “Meaning and Architecture,”
Reflections 2 (1984), pp. 34–46; Paolo Piva, “Da Roma a Gerusalemme: Appunti su Civate,” in Maria G.
Balzarini and Roberto Cassanelli (eds.), Fare storia dell’arte: Studi offerti a Liana Castelfranchi (Milan, 2000),
pp. 17–29; Piva, “San Giovanni Battista del Sepolcro,” pp. 49–82; Paolo Piva, “L’ubicazione del
sepulchrum nelle chiese romaniche dell’Italia del nord,” Hortus artium medievalium 5 (1999), pp. 183–202.
32 Robert G. Ousterhout, “Flexible Geography and Transportable Topography,” Jewish Art 23/4 (1997–8),
pp. 392–404; Robert G. Ousterhout, “Jerusalem in Bologna,” in Jack Meinhardt (ed.), Crusaders in the Holy
Land (Washington, D.C., 2005), pp. 39–54; Robert G. Ousterhout, “The Church of Santo Stefano,” Gesta 20
(1981), pp. 311–21.
31
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Figure 16 Interior, Tomb Aedicula, San Sepolcro, Santo Stefano, Bologna. 12th century.
Interior, Tomb Aedicula, Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem, 12th century. Photo of Santo
Stefano and photo collage: author. Photo of the Holy Sepulchre: public domain.

Jerusalem, he also continually protects the Lombard city of Pavia, as he had done in
centuries past.
Keith D. Lilley explains that entire cities in Western Europe were understood as
alternate versions of Jerusalem. Like Jerusalem, medieval cities were walled and
typically had four main gates placed at cardinal points as described in Ezekiel 48. 16–35
and Revelation 21. 13.33 According to Lilley, Lucian, a late 12th-century monk from
Chester in England, described his city as having four gates to the four winds. Lucian

Keith D. Lilley, “Cities of God? Medieval Urban Forms and Their Christian Symbolism,” Transactions of
the Institute of British Geographers 29 (2004), pp. 296–313.
33
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said that anyone standing in the middle of the market in Chester could look east to a
church to John the Baptist, west to the church of Peter, north to the church of the Virgin,
and south to the church of Saint Michael. The monk compares these four churches to
the watchmen set on the walls of Jerusalem as described in Isaiah 62. 6.34
Like Jerusalem and Chester, the walled city of Pavia was planned with
“watchmen” or churches lining its four main points of entry (Fig. 17). If one stood in the
city center in front of the summer and winter cathedrals, one would be standing at the
axis-mundi, the crossing of the two main roads through the town: the via Francigena and
the road to Milan. Opicino de Canistris recounted in his 14th-century description of the
city of Pavia that the Romans had embedded statues in the four cardinal walls of the
city, which were interpreted as statues to the four Cardinal Virtues in medieval times.35
From the square in front of the double cathedrals, visitors could face out towards the
four directions. Many of the significant sites for pilgrims to Jerusalem were erected in
Pavia on the cardinal points to recall the Holy Land. For example, Santa Maria in
Betlem is south outside the city walls of Pavia, as was the city of Bethlehem where
Christ was born. In the west, the church of San Salvatore is on the road outside the city
walls to San Sepulcro, roughly in the same geographic position as Calvary and the Holy

Lilley, “Cities of God?” p. 300.
Opicino de Canistris, On the City Walls and Built Environment of Pavia (1330), William North and Victoria
Morse (trans.) in Katherine L. Jansen, Joanna Drell, and Frances Andres (eds.), Medieval Italy: Texts in
Translation, (Philadelphia, 2009), pp. 265-67; Pierluigi Tozzi, Pavia antica città (Pavia, 1997), p. 33. For the
cardinal virtues and medieval cities, see Anna C. Esmeijer, Divina Quaternitas: A Preliminary Study in the
Method and Application of Visual Exegesis (Amsterdam, 1978), pp. 73–96.
34
35
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Figure 17 Comparison of the Medieval Cities of Jerusalem and Pavia.
Drawing by D. J. Born. Map of Jerusalem after Historical Map of
Jerusalem about AD 1187 in Historical Atlas by William Shepherd (192326). Photo: University of Texas Libraries, public domain.
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Sepulchre in Jerusalem. To the east outside the city walls of Pavia is San Lazzaro, which
corresponds to the place where Lazarus was resurrected by Christ in Bethany. While the
geographic correspondence between Pavia and Jerusalem is approximate, this imagined
“city-cosmos” formed a link between heaven and earth; it offered the possibility of
transcendence between realms (Fig. 18). The angels standing guard over church portals
in Pavia reiterate this cosmic link between realms.
Lilley further suggests that medieval cities were mapped to allow churches in
key positions for urban processions.36 In particular, rogational processions allowed
citizens to assemble and process through all gateways and churches of the city to
protect the city ritually. Medieval springtime communal processions of rogation were
linked to earlier pagan ceremonies of the Robigalia, or processions to ward off crop
blight.37 Such processions were also times to bless the animals and say liturgical prayers
in defense of the city. Italian rogation processions first were instituted in Milan at the
church of San Lazzaro in 452 after an attack by Attila.38 The processions were
incorporated into the official liturgy of the Ambrosian church, part of which includes a

Lilley, “Cities of God?” p. 304.
Augustine Thompson, Cities of God: The Religion of the Italian Communes, 1125–1325, (University Park,
PA, 2005), p. 152; Thomas A. Boogaart II, “Our Savior’s Blood,” in Kathleen Ashley and Wim Hüsken
(eds.), Moving Subjects: Processional Performance in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Amsterdam, 2001),
pp. 69–116.
38 Angelo Fumagalli, Delle antichità Longobardico-Milanesi: Illustrate con dissertazioni dai monaci della
congregazione Cisterciese di Lombardia, vol. 3, 4 vols. (Milan, 1792), pp. 229–33. For rogation in Milan, see
Pietro Borella, “Le litanie triduane ambrosiane,” Ambrosius 21 (1945), pp. 40–50, and Thompson, Cities of
God, p. 153 n. 79.
36
37
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Figure 18 West Portal, San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro, Pavia, c. 1132. Photo: author.

prayer at the main city gate that asks the Lord to, “set the guardian angels on the walls
and gates,” the very walls the citizens would circumnavigate in the processional
liturgy.39 Yves Christe explains that this phrase not only occurs in an inscription

Fumagalli, Delle antichità, p. 232, provides the words of a prayer that was uttered twice in each of the
three days at stations called “carrobj” before the ancient gates of Milan: Circumda civitatem hanc virtutis
tuae praesidio, et omnes in ea manentes immensae pietatis tuae defende juvamine. Pone in muris, et portis ejus
Angelorum custodiam… (Surround this city with your power and help defend everyone in it out of your
abiding immeasurable love. Put among its walls and gates the protection of angels…) I thank Trenton J.
Elliott for this translation.
39
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embedded in the façade of the church of Corvey in Saxony, but it is inscribed on at least
two 12th-century manuscript illuminations of the heavenly city of Jerusalem.40 Christe
says that the same text also was used in Swabia for the office of the feast of St. Michael.
It seems clear that in the medieval mind, Michael protected both heavenly Jerusalem
and earthly cities in the empire, especially when entreated through rogation
ceremonies.
Recently Laura Riva has argued that the Romanesque relief of a cross staff and
animals on the main portal of the basilica of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan signified that this
church was one of the stations for rogational processions (Fig. 19).41 Interestingly,
domestic animals were sculpted into the portal at Santa Maria in Betlem in Pavia (Fig.
20), and horizontal reliefs of men and beasts mimic long processions on the façade of
San Michele Maggiore (Figs. 1, 12). As part of the diocese of Milan, the city of Pavia
likewise held rogational processions. After a period of disuse, the rogational liturgy was
reinstituted in the city of Pavia by the Lombard King Berengar (845–924) in 924 in

Yves Christe, “Et super muros eius angelorum custodia,” Cahiers de civilization médiévale 95/6 (1981), pp.
173–79, here p. 176. The inscription at Corvey reads: Civitatem istam/tv circvmda dne/et angeli tvi cvsto/diant
mvros eivs (Lord surround this city and let your angel guardian be its walls). Christe refers to these two
manuscripts: (Oxford, Bodl. Lib., MS Bodley 352, fol 13r) and (Stuttgart, Württembergishes Landesbibl.,
Brev. 100). Both depictions of heavenly Jerusalem in these manuscripts are accompanied by tituli that
read: et super muros eius angelorum custodiam (and his angels stand guard on the walls). For the link
between Corvey and manuscript images of Jerusalem in general, see also Carol Heitz, “Retentissement de
l’Apocalypse dans l’art de l’époque carolingienne,” in Yves Christe (ed.), L’Apocalypse de Jean: Traditions
exégétiques et iconographiques, IIIe au XIIe siècles (Geneva, 1979), pp. 217–34, here 228–30, figs. 14–16.
41 Laura Riva, Alle porte del paradiso: Le sculture del vestibolo di Sant’Ambrogio a Milano, (Milan, 2006), pp. 74–
75.
40
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Figure 19 Beasts and Processional Cross Staff, South Jamb, Sant’Ambrogio, Milan,
Late 11th century. Photo: author.
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Figure 20 Detail of Animal, West Façade, Santa Maria in Betlem, Pavia, Early 12th century.
Photo: author.

response to an invasion by the Hungarians that had destroyed much of the city.42 The
prayers said during these processions would have set a new ring of spiritual protection
around the renewed city walls, a protection that had been enjoyed during the glory
days of previous Lombard kings.43 The sculpted angels and beasts on Romanesque

Fumagalli, Delle antichità, p. 232.
See Dayma Kalleres, City of Demons: Violence, Ritual, and Christian Power in Late Antiquity (Berkeley,
2015), pp. 199–237; and Herbert L. Kessler, Experiencing Medieval Art (Toronto, 2019), 194–95.
42
43
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churches in Pavia likely relate to these rogations processions that had been renewed
under King Berengar.
Medieval cities used rogational processions and stational liturgies to
demonstrate the status of their communes as the home of the new people of God. The
city would map out routes to its sacred sites and form a ring of protection around its
churches and city walls. St. Michael was the ideal symbol for this procession as he
protected the walls of Jerusalem and he embodied historical victories of the Lombards
during a golden age. Since Michael’s army also protected the eschatological city of
heavenly Jerusalem as joined with the terrestrial city of Pavia, the sacred heritage of the
Lombard city was eternally assured, as was the continual presence of the angelic saint
as intercessor between realms. The reconstruction effort of the Commune of Pavia at the
beginning of the 12th century, which included the city walls and multiple Romanesque
churches with reliefs of angels, then, was part of this communal expression of identity
and protection with its roots back to the early Lombard period.
Beyond this communal expression of security and stability, St. Michael also
symbolized the city’s greatness in its traditional role as the site of coronations for
Lombard kings. The earliest version of Michael trampling a dragon was important for
Christian kings initially because it derives from a 4th-century image that once adorned
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the main entrance of Emperor Constantine’s palace in Constantinople.44 This image over
the door displayed Constantine and his sons trampling a sea serpent; it was probably
commemorating imperial propaganda related to Constantine’s defeat over his enemy
Licipus, a motif widely distributed on Constantinian coins. Arthur K. Porter records a
medieval legend in Pavia that Constantine, the “king of Italy” had founded the church
of San Michele Maggiore there.45 Perhaps in honor of this legendary Constantinian
foundation, Lombard kings were crowned at San Michele Maggiore, and German
emperors continued this tradition of coronation for centuries. Carolingian kings were
crowned here with the iron crown of Lombardy, as were Ottonian kings, and even
Frederick Barbarossa (1122–90) was crowned here in 1155.46
Successive German emperors also promoted the cult of St. Michael throughout
the empire. As the heir to the Lombard kingdom, Emperor Charlemagne (742–814)
continued to promote devotion to Michael, for many churches were dedicated to the
archangel in the Carolingian period.47 Carol Heitz suggests that the royal Carolingian
Westwerk form, in fact, emerged from this tradition of invoking St. Michael’s protection

Arnold, The Footprints of Michael, pp. 53–54. Eusebius recorded a description of this image at
Constantine’s palace in Book 3, Chapter 3 of his life. See also Robert Baldwin, “I Slaughter Barbarians,”
Konsthistorisk Tidskrift 59 (1990), pp. 225–42, here 228–29.
45 Porter, Lombard Architecture, vol 3, p. 201.
46 See note 23 above.
47 Daniel F. Callahan, “The Cult of St. Michael the Archangel and the Terrors of the Year 1000,” in Richard
Landes, Andrew Gow, David C. Van Meter (eds), The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social
Change, 950–1050 (Oxford, 2003), pp. 181–204, here p. 182.
44
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by placing chapels dedicated to the angel inside towers and above gateways.48 The late
10th-century chronicle of Benedict of Monte Soracte records a legend that Charlemagne
stopped at Monte Gargano to see the angel on his way to Jerusalem.49 Perhaps aware of
this legend, Emperor Otto III (980–1002) also made a penitential journey from Rome to
Monte Gargano in the year 999. According to a 13th-century account, Otto’s successor,
Henry II, who was crowned the King of Lombardy at the church of San Michele
Maggiore in Pavia in 1002. San Michele Maggiore was continuously associated with an
imperial fondness for the archangel as well as the pilgrimage road to the most famous
cult site of St. Michael.50
As the church of San Michele Maggiore in Pavia has the most elaborately
decorated Romanesque façade in the city, it is reasonable to assume that this church’s
historical imperial associations were a major draw for pilgrims coming from the north,
especially those who may otherwise have bypassed Pavia in favor of the more

Carol Heitz, “Rôle de l’église-porche dans la formation des facades occidentals de nos églises romanes,”
Cahiers de civilisation médiévale 34 (1991), pp. 329–34, here p. 334; Maylis Bayle, “L’architecture liée au culte
de l’archange,” in Bouet, Otranto and Vauchez (eds.), Culte et pèlerinage, pp. 448–65, here pp. 455–61.
49 Callahan, “The Cult of St. Michael,” p. 185 n. 39, refers to the chronicle, “Benedicti Sancti Andreae monachi
chronicon,” in Georg H. Pertz et al (eds.), Monumenta Germaniae Historica, vol. 3, 39 vols (Hannover, 1829),
pp. 695–719.
50 Callahan, “The Cult of St. Michael,” pp. 185–86; Piemontese, San Michele e il suo santuario, pp. 38–42.
According to Piemontese, p. 114, Peter Damian wrote about Emperor Otto III’s penitential visit to
Gargano in Vita beati Romualdi, which was translated by Giovanni Tabacco and by Colin Phipps. For a
discussion of the accuracy of this pilgrimage account, see Sarah Hamilton, The Practice of Penance, 900–
1050, (Woodbridge, Suffolk, 2001), pp. 175–76. For Henry II’s vision of the archangel Michael in 1022,
which was first recorded in the 13th century, see “Vitae S. Heinrici additamentum,” in Georg H. Pertz et al
(eds.), Monumenta Germaniae Historica, vol. 4, 39 vols (Hannover, 1829), pp 816–20, here p. 818.
48
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important city of Milan. The archangel would not only protect pilgrims on their way to
holy cities but continually would protect the Lombards who lived in this cosmic city
every day. Moreover, the archangel with his imperial orb and scepter remained on the
façade of San Michele as an eternal reminder of Pavia’s historical role as the site for the
coronations of Lombard kings and the continual locus of Lombard greatness.
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